The Making of A Prophet 

by Walter Rea 



The central theme in a series of books by Theodore H. White 
about recent American presidents is that presidents are not 
so much born as they are made, by events, supporters, the 
media— but especially by the media. 1 

It might be argued similarly that the nineteenth-century prophets 
were not so much called as they were made, by events, true believ- 
ers, books— but especially, in the case of Ellen G. White, by the 
books. And that fact makes it all the more interesting to discover 
how the books that made the prophet were made. 

During the last few years comparison studies undertaken by this 
author and others indicate that Mrs. White relied continually, and 
without credit, on the work of eighteenth-and nineteenth-century 
authors for the ideas, language, facts, and organization of 
her books. 

A General Conference-sponsored study of this phenomenon was 
begun in 1980 under the direction of Dr. Fred Veltman, professor of 
religion at Pacific Union College. Veltman and his volunteers have 
compared fifteen of the eighty-seven chapters in Desire of Ages with 
all the available published works that they could reasonably expect 
might contain sources for Mrs. White's writing on the life of Christ. 

To date, the only published results from the study have been 
remarks by Neal Wilson at the 1985 quinquennial session in New 
Orleans, published in the Adventist Review. And Wilson's represen- 
tation was calculated to put a good face on troubling data. 2 

Using a very conservative method of calculation, Veltman has 
documented source material that accounts for 34 percent of the fif- 
teen chapters from Desire of Ages that he randomly chose for 
scrutiny. 

More interesting than this 34 percent figure, however, is the kind 
of source Veltman discovered Ellen White sometimes used: fictionl 

One of the Desire of Ages chapters Veltman included in his study 
concerns John the Baptist and the Wedding Feast at Cana. In a 
forerunner to Desire of Ages, volume two of Spirit of Prophecy, the 
following two paragraphs are included: 

Rumors had reached Mary concerning her son and his suf- 
ferings. John, one of the new disciples, had searched for 
Christ and had found him in his humiliation, emaciated, and 
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bearing the marks of great physical and mental distress. 
Jesus, unwilling that John should witness his humiliation, 
had gently yet firmly dismissed him from his presence. He 
wished to be alone; no human eye must behold his agony, no 
human heart be called out in sympathy with his distress. 

The disciple had sought Mary in her home and related to 
her the incidents of this meeting with Jesus, as well as the 
event of his baptism, when the voice of God was heard in 
acknowledgment of his Son, and the prophet John had 
pointed to Christ, saying, "Behold the Lamb of God which 
taketh away the sin of the world." 5 

In the later Desire of Ages these two fanciful paragraphs were 
omitted. Perhaps the more mature Ellen White, or her "book- 
maker," Marian Davis, recognized that scripture does not give 
authority to such thoughts or expressions. But one author had, an 
author whose work was in Mrs. White's library — the Reverend J.H. 



Ingraham, a writer of spiritual fiction. 

In his volume entitled The Prince of the House of David, first 
copyrighted in 1859, Ingraham had fictionalized the very thoughts 
just quoted from The Spirit of Prophecy that were excluded later 
from The Desire of Ages." 

In his preface Ingraham wrote: 

The letters comprising the present volume were written for 
the purpose of presenting, perhaps, in a new aspect, and 
from a new point of view, the advent of the son of Mary, 
Christ the Lord, . . . 

Adina, the writer, a Jewess, is assumed to have been a resi- 
dent of Jerusalem during the last four years of our Saviour's 
life, and to have written to Alexandria, to her father, numer- 
ous letters, describing all events of interest, and especially 
giving a minute narrative of the wonderful events of the life 
of Christ, . . .(emphasis supplied) 5 

How strange that Ellen White should be inspired to use acknowl- 
edged fiction on the life of Christ. How odd that she and/or her 
helpers were inspired later to leave it out. This phenomenon is even 
more curious in the context of what Mrs. White had to say about 
fiction: 

It is often urged that in order to win the youth from sensa- 
tional or worthless literature, we should supply them with a 

better class of fiction The only safety for the inebriate, 

and the only safeguard for the temperate man, is total absti- 
nence. For the lover of fiction the same rule holds true. Total 
abstinence is his only safety.' 

But it was not just fiction that Ellen White wrote against. She 
also denigrated the very kinds of books that burdened the shelves of 
her own library and on which she depended so heavily for her pub- 
lished and unpublished works. 

As a preparation for Christian work, many think it essen- 
tial to acquire an extensive knowledge of historical and theo- 
logical writings. They suppose that this knowledge will be an 
aid to them in teaching the gospel. But their laborous study 
of the opinions of men tends to the enfeebling of their minis- 
try, . . .As I see libraries filled with ponderous volumes of his- 
torical and theological lore, I think, Why spend money for 
that which is not bread. 7 

It was Mrs. White's unacknowledged use of the fictions, fanta- 
sies, suppositions, and conjectures of others — a lifetime practice 
that her son, Willie, called her "habit" — that gave naive readers the 
impression that God was regularly providing her insights that oth- 
ers never had." 

Here are several examples of this "habit," beginning with an 
example from her own husband. James White had written this in 
Life Incidents: 

They flocked in from the neighboring towns; a revival 
commenced, and it was said that in thirteen families all but 

two persons were hopefully converted I am of the opinion 

that not less than one hundred persons are brought to 

believe (emphasis supplied)* 

Ellen White makes what husband James reported as hearsay and 
opinion fact: 

His first lecture was followed by a religious awakening in 
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which thirteen entire families, with the exception of two per- 
sons, were converted. 1 " 



The conjecture of Daniel March: 

There are more listeners in the public assembly than can be 

seen by the speaker's eye We have only to turn to the 

sacred record to learn that these high and mighty ones, whose 
home is in some far distant world, have borne an active part 
both in the common and in the great events of this world. . . . 
They have taken the form of men, and shown themselves to 
human eyes, and spoken aloud in the languages of earth. . . . 
talking with men under the shadows of trees and tents and 
temple roofs, . . . 

And these celestial visitants have come from their far dis- 
tant homes to take part in the affairs of men. They have 
shown themselves better acquainted with human history and 
better able to do our work than we ourselves." 

March's conjecture made fact by White: 

In the form of men, angels are often in the assemblies of 
the righteous;... 

Though the rulers of this world know it not, yet often in 
their councils angels have been spokesmen. Human eyes have 

She also denigrated the very kinds of 
books that burdened the shelves of 
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looked upon them; human ears have listened to their appeals; 
... In the council hall and the court of justice these heavenly 
messengers have shown an intimate acquaintance with 
human history; they have proved themselves better able to 
lead the cause of the oppressed than were their ablest and 
most eloquent defenders — Celestial beings have taken an 
active part in the affairs of men. 12 

The guesswork of Conybeare and Howson: 

If we consider these words as an outburst of natural indig- 
nation, we cannot severely blame them, ... If we regard them 
as a prophetic denunciation, they were terribly fulfilled, 
when this hypocritical president of the Sanhedrin was mur- 
dered by the assassins in the Jewish war. 13 

Coneybeare and Howson's guesswork was reified by one who we 
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have been told was privileged to see it all in vision: 

These words were not an outburst of passion Paul 

uttered a prophetic denunciation The judgement pro- 
nounced by the apostle was terribly fulfilled when the iniqui- 
tous and hypocritical high priest was murdered by assassins 
in the Jewish war. 14 

Reverend Frederic Farrar wrote cautiously: 

.... Julius, who can hardly have been absent from the bril- 
liant throng who had listened to Paul's address before 
Agrippa,... 15 

Ellen White adjusted Farrar's caution to her liking: 

Here Julius, the centurian who had listened to the Apos- 
tle's address before Agrippa, ... 16 

Farrar again is tentative: 

There were no means of cooking; no fires could be lighted; 
the caboose and utensils must long ago have been washed 
overboard; the provisions had probably been spoiled and 
sodden — emphasis supplied)" 

Again, Mrs. White throws Farrar's caution to the wind: 

— the utensils had been washed overboard, and most of 
the provisions were water-soaked and spoiled. 18 

Some church leaders and a few laymen have known since the turn 
of the century that Mrs. White, in the book Sketches from the Life 
of Paul, depended considerably on two similar books, one by Con- 
ybeare and Howson and one by Bishop Farrar. What they did not 
know, however, was that her chapter 27, "Caesar's Household," 
was taken entirely from a published sermon of the same title written 
by the English cleric Henry Melvill." 

Melvill's assumptions and speculations became, through Mrs. 
White's claims, the words of the Holy Spirit. But there is no sub- 
stantive point in the entire chapter that had not already come to 
Melvill before her. 

The thoughtful guesswork of other uncredited authors pervade 
Ellen White's most appreciated works — contributing unwittingly to 
the making of this prophet. Here is one such contribution from 
William Hannah: 

They were practised hands that navigated this boat, who 
knew well the lake in all its moods, not open to unreasonable 
fear; but now fear comes upon them, and they are ready to 
give up all hope. Where all this while is he at whose bidding 
they had embarked? They had been too busy for the time 
with the urgent work required by the sudden squall, to think 
of him; the mantle of the night's thick darkness may have hid- 
den him from their view, (emphasis supplied) 20 

This is how Ellen White used his contribution in Desire of Ages: 

Those hardy fishermen had spent their lives upon the lake, 
and had guided their craft safely through many a storm; but 
now their strength and skill availed nothing. They were help- 
less in the grasp of the temptest, and hope failed them 

they remembered at whose command they had set out to 

cross the sea But the dense darkness hid Him from their 

sight, (emphasis supplied) 21 

It would require books to produce all the instances of Ellen 
White's unacknowledged source usage represented as special inspi- 
ration. But church leaders exhibit no shame for their continuing 
efforts toward the making and maintaining of the prophet; even 
though it has become increasingly obvious that the Seventh-day 
Adventist church made Sister White as much as Sister White made 
the Seventh-day Adventist church. 

(Footnotes on page 33) 
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are conditional; and in the Bible, all of 
these are apocalyptic! 

Prior to the great archaeological discov- 
eries of the nineteenth century, our knowl- 
edge of the ancient past was limited to 
information provided by secondary sources 
which were an uncertain blend of fact, 
hearsay, and fiction. As original source 
materials became available — beginning 
with the Rosetta Stone in 1898 — historians 
gradually developed what is known today 
as the historical-critical method by which 
they evaluated and made use of these 
ancient secular documents; and for several 
decades they alone made use of the 
method. 

This method was "historical" because its 
subject matter was history. And because its 
objective was to study these documents in 
their historical setting, and thereby to 
recreate the circumstances of history of 
which they were a record, it was "critical" 
in the sense that it attempted to discrimi- 
nate between fact and fiction. The idea that 
the word "critical" in the term "historical- 
critical" expresses a critical attitude toward 
the inspiration and authority of the Bible 
reflects the uninformed thinking of those 
who do not understand the nature and pur- 
pose of the method or who have ulterior 
motives for opposing its use. 

With the discovery of ancient manu- 
scripts of the Bible — beginning with the 
Sinaiticus in 1844 — and the realization that 
the Bible, too, is an ancient historical docu- 
ment, Bible scholars adopted historical- 
critical principles and procedures. During 
the late 1930s Seventh-day Adventist Bible 
scholars began using these historical- 
critical principles and procedures in their 
study; and today, half a century later, all 
but a very few do so routinely. How reliable 
their results are depends upon the validity 
of their presuppositions, their degree of 
objectivity in evaluating evidence and in 
drawing conclusions from it, and their 
competence and care in using the tools the 
method requires. The historical-critical 
method replaces the highly subjective and 
much less reliable prooftext method which 
was formerly in general use. 

The majority of Adventist Bible scholars 



— who now follow the historical-critical 
method and who aspire to be as objective 
as possible — enter upon their study with 
presuppositions that affirm the inspiration 
and authority of the Bible; and as a result 
their use of the method not only leads to a 
more accurate understanding of it, but, 
contrary to the Annual Council statement, 
honors the divine element of Scripture, for- 
tifies faith, and calls for obedience. They 
follow the historical-critical method 
because of its high level of faithfulness to 
the divine message the Bible was intended 
to convey and because of the protection it 
affords against errors in exegesis and con- 
clusions the Word does not warrant — a 
fallacy to which all who do not follow this 
method, and those who profess to follow it 
but lack the requisite skills and/or objec- 
tivity, are prone. 

Most if not all the doctrinal differences 
and debates in the church over the past 
fifty years have arisen between those faith- 
ful to the principles and procedures of the 
historical-critical method, on one hand, 
and those loyal to the prooftext method 
and/or prooftext subjectivity and presup- 
positions on the other. In comparison with 
the free-wheeling prooftext method and the 
license it permits for subjective presupposi- 
tions and personal opinion to influence 
conclusions, the objective safeguards of the 
historical-critical method, that are 
designed to filter out such factors, make it 
far more conservative and reliable. 

Those who voted for this Annual Coun- 
cil position statement on methods of Bible 
study evidently do not understand the 
historical-critical method and were there- 
fore not aware of the documents's critical 
defects. Those who formulated the state- 
ment for them certainly approve of the 
historical-critical procedures listed above, 
which the document commends; and no 
doubt they follow them in their own study 
of the Bible. To condemn the method 
because of defects in liberal presupposi- 
tions and conclusions, which are extrinsic 
to the method, is a gross non sequitur. Why 
are the Bible scholars who formulated the 
document so eager to throw out a perfectly 
healthy baby with the dirty bath water? 



Would they condemn a valid medical pro- 
cedure because, in the hands of some 
unscrupulous practitioners, it could lead to 
unfortunate results? 

The most ardent advocate of the position 
set forth in the Annual Council statement 
has repeatedly belittled the importance and 
value of objectivity in exegesis — the fun- 
damental requirement of the historical- 
critical method and its procedures. But 
objectivity has nothing whatever to do with 
being a liberal or conservative; it simply 
requires a person to deal fairly with all of 
the relevant evidence on the basis of its 
intrinsic merit and to draw conclusions 
consistent with it. He also stresses the 
importance of presuppositions as norma- 
tive for exegesis — because his presupposi- 
tions have, as he claims, been confirmed by 
the Holy Spirit and are, accordingly, sacro- 
sanct. In permitting his presuppositions to 
control his use of the same historical- 
critical procedures that liberal scholars fol- 
low, he falls into the same systematic error 
that they do — he reasons in a circle from 
his presuppositions back to them again. He 
prescinds from objectivity because it would 
inhibit the control his presuppositions exer- 
cise over the process of exegesis. He prac- 
tices the subjectivity of the prooftext 
method under the guise of following 
respectable historical method procedures. 
He should be asked to spell out his presup- 
positions, to support his objections to 
objectivity, and to explain why he insists 
that everyone else go and do likewise. In 
effect, the Annual Council statement 
makes his personal presuppositions "offi- 
cial" for the church, and asks the church to 
accept them sight unseen. 

The General Conference would do well 
to study the entire matter more carefully 
before committing the church to this myo- 
pic position. In its present form the state- 
ment is altogether unacceptable. Revised to 
correct the errors here noted, it could be of 
service to the church. With relatively minor 
exceptions it otherwise commends itself to 
thoughtful, knowledgeable students of 
Scripture. But the valid hermeneutical prin- 
ciples it sets forth do not need, nor are they 
enhanced by, General Conference action. □ 
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